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Women at New Mexico State
University: The Early Years, 1888-1920
SALLYl LEE and JEFFREY P. BROWN

Women students have played an important role at New Mexico State
University since its creation one hundred years ago. The early patterns
that developed at NMSU resembled those of other western and land
grant colleges during this period and reflected social attitudes toward
women students. While they faced some social and academic barriers,
women still had a substantial impact upon the new land grant college.
Women began to attend American colleges after 1837, but administrators often placed them in separate academic and social systems.
The University of Illinois, also a land grant institution, allowed female
enrollment in 1870 but devised a School of Domestic Sciences and Art
for women students, with classes in hygiene, food preparation, and
dietetics designed for what were called their "distinctive duties." Cornell University, another important land grant school, copied Illinois in
admitting women in 1870 and adopted the Oberlin system of special
Sally J. Lee is a graduate student in history in New Mexico State University and
served as its Centennial Research Assistant in 1987-1988. Jeffrey P. Brown received his
Ph.D. in the University of Illinois-Urbana in 1979. He is an assistant professor of history
in New Mexico State University and directs its Public History Program.
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The first graduating class from the New Mexico College of Agriculture and
Mechanic Arts in 1894. The class consisted of Oscar Snow, Lemmuel McGrath,
Ralph Larkin, Fabian Garcia, and Kate Agnes Williams. Fabian Garcia would
become a distinguished educator at the college and would later head the Agricultural Experiment Station. Kate Agnes Williams became a teacher and later
married. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical Collections, New Mexico State
University.
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women's dormitories. Male-only social clubs, classes with sex-segregated seating, and a pre-I920 rule barring women from attending parties forced female students to create their own drama clubs, orchestras,
honor societies, sororities, and separate student governments. 1
Similar patterns developed as southwestern universities accepted
women students. Arkansas Industrial University ruled in 1884 that
women could not visit or walk with male students and built a special
female dormitory. Yet the school's magazine opened in 1893 with a
female editor-in-chief. The University of Arizona admitted women students but forbade them from talking with men during class breaks.
When President Arthur Wilde decided in 1911 to expand enrollment,
he created a female domestic economy program and helped to establish
an annual award for female scholarship and leadership. University of
Colorado President James Baker refused in 1910 to improve the women
students' primitive housing because this would "make the girls soft,
and useless." Women insisted that they were in fact dedicated students
and soon broke a student strike that erupted over a male hazing incident. Kansas State University praised its excellent women's basketball
team but as late as 1917 tried to remove women instructors from disciplines outside home economics, unless they were clearly superior to
available males. 2
Western normal schools were predominantly female and offered
women much better treatment. Northern Arizona University built its
first dormitory for women, while males inherited this older structure
only when women received a new and better building. In 1901-1905,
the school graduated thirty-two women and only six men. Although
1. Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz, Campus Life: Undergraduate Cultures from the End of the
Eighteenth Century to the Present (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 193-219;
Sally Schwager, "Educating Women in America," Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and
Society, 12 (Winter 1987),362-65; Winton U. Solberg, The University of l/linois, 1867-1894:
An Intellectual and Cultural History (Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1968),
113-14, 131, 162-63, 193, 282, 298, 352-54; and Charlotte Williams Conable, Women at
Cornell: The Myth of Equal Education (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1977),
24-25, 62-63, 66, 69, 71, 73, 87, 111, 115, 117-18, 120, 122, 126-27.
2. Harrison Hale, University ofArkansas 1871-1948 (Fayetteville, Arkansas: University
of Arkansas Alumni Association, 1948), 15, 17-18, 53, 61, 69, 77, 86, 90; Douglas D.
Martin, The Lamp in the Desert: The Story of the University of Arizona (Tucson: University
of Arizona Press, 1960), 42, 43, 57-58, 80, 101, 103, 109, 120; Frederick S. Allen, Mark
S. Foster, Ernest Andrade, Jr., Philip I. Mitterling, and H. Lee Scamehorn, The University
of Colorado, 1876-1976 (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1976), 8, 9, 38, 39,
49,58,72-73; and James c. Carey, Knnsas State University: The Quest for Identity (Lawrence,
Kansas: Regents Press of Kansas, 1977), 10-11, 26, 33, 52, 63-64, 88-89, 99, 111-23, 128.
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The 1890 freshman class at the newly established New Mexico College of
Agriculture and Mechanic Arts. Fabian Garcia, far right, was the most distin-.
guished of the college's early alumni. Only five members of the first graduating
class of 1894 graduated. The five graduates included Fabian Garcia and the
first woman graduate, Kate Agnes Williams. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical
Collections, New Mexico State University.

An early photo of the Sorosis sorority that was to become Pi Beta Phi sorority.
The introduction of the Greek system to the college reflected the growing
differences between the men's and women's collegiate experiences. As sororities developed, women students tended to congregate in them, to the exclusion of co-educational clubs. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical Collections,
New Mexico State University.
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the student body became 30 percent male by 1911, women continued
.
to elect student body presidents. 3
The land grant college that developed in Las Cruces reflectedmany
social and educational patterns that appeared at other schools. The
New Mexico College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts, which began
in 1888 as Las Cruces College, became the territorial land grant institution in 1889. After the regents leased the Las Cruces College buildings
and purchased its furniture, New Mexico A&M opened on January 21,
1890. 4
The new school soon hired several women as faculty or administrators. Some, like Pearl Miller in household economics, taught classes
seen as women-oriented. However, mathematics assistant Fannie Ford
taught classes intended for all students. Both Ford and Miller received
their training at the college. The college hired Mary Winningham as
dean of women, while Ruth Thompson became an assistant in household economics. All were available as role models for female students. s
The first female students came from the nearby Mesilla Valley.
Some of their families could afford to enroll several children at the same
time in the college and its adjacent preparatory school. Others had to
work as they attended the college. Most of the female students were
Anglo-Americans. Only a handful of Hispanic-surnamed women, such
as Matilda Gallegos, attended the college during the period 1890-1920,
and none graduated until 1929. The male student body, although also
predominantly Anglo-American, had a higher proportion of Hispanic
men. 6
While all students during the first decade lived in private housing,
the school completed a women's dormitory in 1898. McFie Hall had
seventeen rooms on two floors. Women residents furnished their own
linens and paid a fairly high sixteen to seventeen dollars per month to
live in the building: It had a telephone, wood stoves, and a shared
bath and became the site for Saturday night dances.?
3. Platt Cline, Mountain Campus: The Story of Northern Arizona University (Flagstaff,
Arizona: Northland Press, 1983), 32, 37, 39-41, 43, 46, 59, 63, 67.
4. Simon F Kropp, That All May Learn: New Mexico State University, 1888-1964 (Las
Cruces: New Mexico Foundation, Inc., 1972), 1-17.
5. Ibid., 88, 112, 115, 120, 128, 132, 142, 144, 155, 168.
6. New Mexico Collegian, 3 (June 1895), 2; and ibid., 4 (May-June 1896), 2; Swastika,
1 (1907), 121-22,160; ibid., 15 (1921),105-6; and ibid., 22 (1929),26-27; New Mexico College
of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts Catalogue, 11 (1901), 86. Jessie Casad, the only graduate
in 1895, was one of ten children in a family that had moved to the Mesilla Valley from
California.
7. Kropp, That All May Learn, 63-64; New Mexico Collegian,S (May-June 1897), 6;
and ibid., 7 (May-June 1899), 6.
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An 1895 business class at the college. Business courses were provided for
students who needed to obtain marketable training quickly. Matilda Gallegos
and other women enrolled in these classes. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical
Collections, New Mexico State University.
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The women's dormitory was built in 1898. It was a campus focal point for
social activities during the college's early years, which included Saturday night
dances and club meetings. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical Collections, New
Mexico State University.

The college developed three degree programs. Six of the fortynine women who graduated by 1920 took the bachelor of science curriculum, which included science, classical languages, mathematics, lit- .
erature, and philosophy. Other women students took a general course
curriculum that began in 1899. The women in these two programs wrote
theses about Mesilla Valley Spanish vocabulary, the valley's bees, rocks
and minerals, contemporary novels, and American poverty. Male students pursued much less varied research and usually wrote theses
about agriculture or electrical engineering. 8
In 1898 the college introduced a new four-year program in domestic science, later renamed home economics, which became the dominant major for women students. This program included cooking, sewing,
cutting and fitting, household management, and hygiene classes. Some
of the new courses emphasized a scientific approach to domestic arts.
The college, however, gradually replaced standard courses with classes
that were clearly skills-oriented, such as dress making. Languages,
physics, and mineralogy were dropped by 1907, and mathematics was
8. Theses for the Degree of Bachelor of Science, 1894-1926, 1950, Rio Grande Historical
Collections, New Mexico State University Archives.
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removed from the program in 1910. The great majority of female students through 1920 followed the home economics program and wrote
theses about domestic topics, including textile history, home canning,
the nutritional value of rice, family budgets, and dietary standards for
children. Women students probably saw home economics as a good
career route, and it may have satisfied their parents that a college
education was a worthwhile investment of time and money. This emphasis upon domestic science clearly made college a different experience for women and men. 9
During the early twentieth century, as women increasingly took
domestic science courses, the campus acquired a more sex-segregated
charader. Men-became primarfbenetiCiari.es-of both a YMCAhuilding
completed in 1909 and a male gymnasium constructed in 1911. Beginning in 1902, all men had to join a uniformed military cadet system.
The World War I Reserve Officers Training program confirmed the
school's male and military atmosphere. 10
Despite this trend, women continued to playa role on campus.
They created the Cordegian Society, the first campus literary group,
in September, 1891. Male students created their own club, the Columbian Society, which published the Collegian campus newspaper. Both
groups opposed pressure from President Samuel P. McCrea to merge,
and when the administration banned all-male meetings; the Columbians moved off campus. The two groups held some joint meetings,
and after heated debates in November 1894, they agreed to merge. The
Columbian Society became the surviving organization, in part because
it was larger and already published the campus Collegian. Jessie Casad
was elected vice-president in March 1895, and the society sponsored
a Collegian issue that debated the merits of "The New Woman" in 1895.
Leah Newberry became president in 1900, and Minnie Newberry held
the office in 1901. The Columbians fell apart when their Collegian was
replaced by .a new student paper, the Round-Up. Men revived the literary society in 1911, once again excluding women, and women once
again created their own society. II
Women held several important positions on the Collegian staff before its demise. Jessie Casad was the first woman staff member, and
9. Ibid.; and Swastika, 1 (1907), 104-5.
10. Swastika, 1 (1907), 123; and ibid., 3 (1909), 123-24.
11. Kropp, Tiult All May Learn, 50; New Mexico Collegian, 2 (February 1895), 2; and
ibid., 10 (May 1901), 2-3; and Swastika, 6 (1912), 91-93. The later women's groups were
the Atadida Literary Society, founded in 1912, and the Olympian Literary Society, created
in 1919.
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Jessie Casad in her graduation portrait was the only graduate in 1895. Her
senior thesis was titled "Wild Bees of the Mesilla Valley." During her years at
the college, she worked to ensure that women would play a major role on
campus. She was the first woman admitted to the previously all-male Columbian Literary Society/she helped found the Athletic Association, and she was
the first female staff member of the Collegian. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical
Collections, New Mexico State University.
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women held such positions as exchange editor, social editor, local editor, and writer. Mary O'Keefe was elected assistant editor in 1900.
This was the highest position that a woman ever held on the newspaper
staff. In 1903 Maude Elizabeth McFie was elected editor-in-chief but
declined in order to work on her thesis. Women also occupied several
positions on the Collegian's successor, the Round-Up, which began publication in 1909. Mildred Fulgham became associate editor in 1918, the
top position held by a woman. 12
In 1907 the college decided to publish a yearbook, named The
Swastika after a Navajo good luck symbol. From the yearbook's inception through 1920, women worked on the staff and achieved higher
positions than they had with the newspapers. Alva~Nich61'selection
as editor in 1918-1919 symbolized this increasingly important role. 13
Women at New Mexico A&M also became involved in sports. The
Athletic Association, containing both men and women, was initiated
in 1893, with Jessie Casad as its first secretary. Although the college's
annual Field Day was held for male students, the association joined
field and track events in 1899, with women conducting their own competitions. Women introduced basketball at the young college in 1899
and until 1909 played by men's rules. Their team was Intercollegiate
Territorial Champion through much of the period 1899-1920, although
in some years the isolated team could not find any opponents. Scores
were low; the team defended its championship in 1907 against the
University of New Mexico at Albuquerque and won 18 to 11. The
popularity of the women's team inspired men to start a team of their
own. 14
The women also sponsored ballet-like scarf drills, which in many
senses became a form of modern dance. The drills emphasized fitness
and grace. In 1897, physical culture teacher Helen Gibson put on a
public performance of the scarf drill team for the entire campus. 15
Forty-nine of the 211 students who graduated between 1894 and
12. New Mexico Collegian, 3 (June 1895), 16; ibid., 10 (May 1901),35; and ibid., Commencement Number (June 1903), 9; and Swastika, 11 (1917), 48; and ibid., 12 (1918), 51.
13. Kropp, That All May Learn, 102; Swastika, 11 (1917); 47, Staff; ibid., 12 (1918), 52;
and ibid., 13 (1919), 94.
14. New Mexico Collegian, 1 (September 1893), 4; ibid., 7 (May-June 1899), 15; and
ibid., 10 (June 1901), 47; and Swastika, 1 (1907), 73; ibid., 2 (1908),109; and ibid., 9 (1915),
63. Women began to attend the Field Day in 1893 but at first took part only in such nonathletic events as egg and spoon, skipping, and "tilting at a ring" races.
15. New Mexico Collegian,S (May-June 1897), 17. Also see photograph A 74-22/2,
1897 Scarf Drill, Rio Grande Historical Collections, New Mexico State University. The
show included such student participants as Eula Gilmore, Minnie Newberry, Fredericka
Peacock, and Gertrude Robertson.
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The 1898-1899 women's basketball team at the college. The team was made
up of Nora Newberry, Gladys Llewellyn, Maude McFie, Minnie Newberry,
and Tudie Bailey. The presence of a women's athletic team illustrates a national
trend toward encouraging young college women to exercise. The women played
by men's rules and had an undefeated season. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical Collections, New Mexico State University.

The 1902-1903 women's championship basketball team. The team won the
territorial championship nearly every year early on. The team played only a
few games each season due to the relative isolation of the college and because
there were few other wome"n's basketball teams in the area. Courtesy of Rio
Grande Historical Collections, New Mexico State University.
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The Elocutionary Scarf Drill as performed by the 1897 physical culture class.
The dance, choreographed by Helen Gibson, was an attempt to combine beauty
and grace with physical exercise. The dancers included Minnie Newberry,
Lottie Sweet, Ivah Mead, and Eula Gilmore. Physical activity was encouraged
to the degree that all women students were required to participate in the
physical culture course. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical Collections, New
Mexico State University.
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Lottie Sweet's graduation portrait
from the 1898 class of the New Mexico College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts. Among her many
collegiate activities, Lottie was a
member of the Columbian Literary
Society and danced in the 1897 Elocutionary Scarf Drill performance.
Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical
Collections, New Mexico State Uni:versity.
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Ivah Mead's graduation portrait for
the class of 1898. Mead is an example of the early women students
at the New Mexico College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts. She was
both a student and an active campus participant. In 1897, for instance, Ivah performed in an
elocutionary scarf drill for the entire
student body. Courtesy of Rio
Grande Historical Collections, New
Mexico State University.

1920, or approximately one-fourth, were women. This percentage compared favorably with most western and land grant colleges of the period. The first graduating class of five students in 1894 included Kate
Agnes Williams. Jessie Casad was the only 1895 graduate. In 1901,
Leah Newberry became class valedictorian. Of nine students who placed
on the college honor roll in March 1901, four were women. Women
attended New Mexico A&M both for academic development and to
achieve social maturity and leadership skills. Men elected some of these
women as student leaders. Thus, Maude Elizabeth McFie, 1903, May
Harney, 1905, Sadie May Stuart, 1914, Esther Irene Stuart, 1918, and
Ruth Harriet Boan, 1920, were all elected president of their respective
senior classes. 16 These elections indicate that despite the sex segregation of domestic science classes, women were well respected by their
16. New Mexico Collegian, 3 (June 1895), 1-2; ibid., 10 (May 1901), 2; ibid., 10 (March
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peers. They had a greater impact than might be anticipated from a
group composing one-fourth of the students.
.
World War I had a strong impact upon most American colleges,
since many male students left for the armed forces. Women generally
did not playa larger campus role during this period, despite the fact
that they were often a majority of the remaining students. New Mexico
A&M departed from this pattern. The student newspaper had a woman
associate editor in 1918, while women were elected senior class presidents for the 1918 and 1920 classes. Women remained active after the
war, and by 1923 they created the Las Cruces Branch of the American
Associati()!l otUIljve_rEiity' WOIT\en, the iil'stchapt~Qf this ()rgcmiziltion
in the state. Perhaps the pre-war activities of women in literary societies,. newspapers, the yearbook, and as scholastic honors winners
made their role as wartime leaders possible. I?
Alumni Association lists of graduates indicate that New Mexico
A&M women often went on to professional careers. Of the forty-nine
women who graduated by 1920, nineteen were teaching or working as
school principals in 1923, including two who were college professors.
One woman was director of industrial education in New Mexico. The
assistant state leader for Boys' and Girls' Clubs at New Mexico A&M
had graduated from the college. Still another woman was a graduate
student at the University of Chicago, and two women worked as assistant librarians. The remaining alumni were listed as housewives or
as deceased, but several had appeared on pre-I920 alumni lists as
teachers. The fact that most of the college's female graduates entered
educational careers followed national patterns for women professionals. 18
New Mexico A&M offered an environment that made it possible
for women students to succeed in scholarship and campus organizations. While domestic science degrees kept women somewhat isolated,
they still played an important role in campus literary and publication
groups, served as student presidents, and participated successfully in
1901), 18; ibid., Commencement Number (June 1903), 9; ibid., 14 (May-June 1905), 29;
Swastika, 8 (1914), 14; ibid., 13 (1919), 16; and ibid., 14 (1920), 13.
17. Martin, Lamp in the Desert, 130-33; Hale, Arkansas, 101; Cline, Mountain Campus,
78; Carey, Kansas State, 128; Allen, et aI., University of Colorado, 79-80; Kropp, That All
May Learn, 157; Swastika, 12 (1918), 51; ibid., 13 (1919), 16; and ibid., 14 (1920), 13; Brief
History of the New Mexico Division, American Association of University Women, 1971,
from Rio Grande Historical Collections; and P. E. Neale, A History of the New Mexico State
Division of MUW, April 24, 1954, Rio Grande Historical Collections.
18. Swastika, 15 (1921), 104-11; and ibid., 17 (1923), 163-70.
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An early photo of the tennis club. Women were active in sports in the early
years of the college. They participated in basketball, track, and tennis, in
addition to mandatory physical culture classes. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical Collections, New Mexico State University.

An early May Day celebration. May Day was a major social event on campus,
since it coincided with the annual field day track and field events sponsored
by the Athletic Association. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical Collections,
New Mexico State University.
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The first May Queen, Elizabeth Coleman, was elected by the student body in
1902. The May Queen was supposed to preside over the field day events run
by the Athletic Association. Courtesy of Rio Grande Historical Collections,
New Mexico State University.
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the school's athletic events. Many went on to professional careers.
Despite the chauvinism of male literary groups, they faced less discrimination than women at other colleges, and their successes made
it possible for women students after 1920 to play an active role on the
campus. 19

19. The authors wish to thank Joan Jensen, Colleen O'Neill, Judith Fabry, Mark
Sugg, James Hanawalt, and John Haley for their suggestions and help in preparing this
article. Researchers should also consult the videocassette production "The First Fifty
Years: Women at NMSU," produced at New Mexico State University in 1987-1988 (scriptwriter Joan M. Jensen; production manager Colleen O'Neill; additional research Judith
Fabry).

